CHANDRA BARTHAKURIA 


THE CONCEPTS OF HRASVA, DIRGHA AND PLUTA IN 
VEDIC AND SANSKRIT GRAMMARS 


The technical terms Hrasva, Dirgha and Pluta representing short, 
long and prolated vowels (containing three matras or moras) appear 
for the first time in the Pratisakhya literature. 

The Revedapratisakhya of Saunaka defines the terms as: 


matra hrasvaht (1.27) | 
dve dirghah (1.29) 
And tisrah pluta ucyate svarah (1.30) 


According to Uvata, the above definitions mean that Hrasva or 
short vowel contains a single matra or mora, while a Dirgha or long 
vowel possesses two mditrds, and Pluta vowel three!. 

The Taittirtyapratisakhya gives a wider definition of the terms in 
the following manner: 


rkaralkarau hrasvau akarasca tena ca samanakélasvarah. anusvarasca 
dvistavan dirghah... plutastrih (1.31 .36) 


It is clear from the definition that the vowel a and other vowels of 
an equal duration, r, / and anusvdra are Hrasva or short vowels. The 
vowels possessing two and three mdatras are known, on the other 
hand, as Dirgha (long) and Pluta respectively. 


1. Revedapratisakhya, p. 36. 





10 Chandra Barthakuria 


The Vdjasaneyipratisakhya describes the basic character of the 
three groups of sounds in a slightly different languages as: 


amdtrasvaro hrasvah dvimatro dirghah trimatrah plutah (1.55-58) 


The expression amatrasvara appearing in-the above statement 
denotes a vowel containing one mdatrd, because a, the first letter of the 
alphabet possesses one mdtrd. 

The authors of the Ydjfiavalkyasiksd and the Bhdratiyandatyasatra 
avoid the sitra style of the earlier writers in defining the terms. The 
first work discusses the basic nature of Hrasva, Dirgha and Pluta 
vowels in the following poem: 


ekamatro bhaved hrasvo 

. dvimatro dirgha-ucyate - 
trimatrastu pluto jiieyo (vyafijanam. cardhamatrakam) 
[Yajfiavalkyasiksa, 1.15] 


Bharata defines the above vowels in a similar poem in his 
Natyasastra, viz. 


ekamatrambhaved hrasvam 
dvimatram dirgham ucyate 
plutaficaiva trimatram syad 
aksaram varnasamsrayam 
(17.114) 


Now, the above sitras and poems, a significant word viz. matra 
appears time and again which deserves our attention. The word needs 
a proper explanation for understanding the exact significance of the 
three technical terms. The Yajfavalkyasiksa which belongs to the 
White Yajurveda gives us a thorough idea of matra. This siksa@ text 
states that the sound produced by the blue jay (casa) contains one 
mdatrd. The crow produces two mdtrds at a time in cawing. The cock 
significantly described as krkarvaku in Sanskrit literature utters three 
matras in the course of its prolonged and protracted sound’. The 





2. cdsastu vadate matram 
dvimdtram vayasobravit 
Sikht vadati trimatram 
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PGniniyasiksa reiterates this view*. 

The authors of the above Siksd texts explain to us the significance 
of mdatra or mdatrds through a direct method. Candrakirti, the com- 
mentator on the Sdrasvata grammar gives a different interpretation of 
mdatra. According to him, mdatra denotes aksispandanapramdnakéla* 
or the time which is involved in the twinkling of an eye. 

Panini, the greatest Sanskrit grammarian defines Hrasva, Dirgha 
and Pluta in an entirely different manner, that is 


iikdlojhrasvadirghaplutah (Astadhyéyt, 1.2.27). 


The term ikdla in this definition deserves a critical examination. 
According to Panini, a vowel-sound which requires as much time in 
its pronunciation as is involved in the pronunciation of the sound wu is 
called a Hrasva vowel. Similarly, the vowels of an equal duration with 
i and #3 are called Dirgha and Pluta respectively. Though a is the 
first letter in the alphabet, Panini chooses the letter u in his siitra with 
a specific motive. He realises that the cock utters.all the three mdtrds 
distinctly while making a full-throated sound, and hence, it will beco- 
me easy for the hearers to gather a clear knowledge of the duration of 
Hrasva, Dirgha and Pluta vowels, and their differences. The point has 
been adequately explained by Vitthala in his commentary on the 
Prakriyakaumud? of Ramacandra, and Nagesa’. 

The term a#kdla meaning ukdla, kala and i3kéla practically 
refers to the views expressed by Saunaka and others that a vowel con- 
taining a single mdtra or mora is called Hrasva in Sanskrit literature 
while vowels with two and three mdtrdas are known as Dirgha and 
Pluta respectively. Panini does not use the term mdatrda in his siitra for 
the reason that it might create some difficulty for his readers in under- 
standing its meaning. 


matrdéndm itt samsthitih, 
YajitavalkyaSiksG, 1.17 

3, Pdniniyasiksa, 49. 

4, Sdrasvata, Part |, p. 13. 

5. Prakriyakaumud?, Part I, p. 21. 

6, LaghusabdenduSekhara, Part 1, p. 23. 
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We have discussed above some important views expressed by 
Vedic and Sanskrit linguists on Hrasva, Dirgha and Pluta. It may be 
noted in this context that Candrakirti the commentator on the 
Sdrasvata alone gives the etymological meaning of the terms. 
Candrakirti explains the terms in the following manner: 


hrasati htyate dirghdpeksaya iti hrasvah 
drnati vidarayatyuccaryamano mukham iti 
dirghah plavate langhate hrasvadirghaviti plutah’. 


Candrakirti means that a Hrasva vowel is so called because it is 
of a shorter duration than Dirgha vowels (hrasati hiyate 
dirghdpeksayG). The Dirgha(long) vowels are called Dirgha because 
the mouth is widely opened at the time of pronouncing them (vida- 
rayatyuccaryamano mukham). The word Pluta is derived from the 
verb plavate (limping). In the present context, it means that a Pluta 
vowel crosses the limit of Hrasva and Dirgha, or in other words, it 
endures for a longer period than the two other vowels. 

Panini uses the expression i#kdloc in his definition of Hrasva, 
Dirgha and Pluta, where he chooses the third letter of the Sivasiitra 
alphabet for a pertinent reason. Piijyapada Devanandi, on the other 
hand, defines these three vowels as dkdloc pra-di-pah (Jainendra, 
1.1.11). The technical terms pra, di and pa represent Hrasva, Dirgha 
and Pluta in his sitra. The three new terms, when combined into a 
single word means a light (pradipa). Significantly, the captive soul of 
the Jaina philosophy behaves like a light or a burning candle put insi- 
de a container, or covered by a hard substance. Umasvati, the author 
of the Tattvdrthasiitra describes the captive soul in the following 
manner: 


pradeSasamharavisarpabhyam pradipavat (5/16) 
Srutasagara, the commentator, explains the siitra with the help of 


a few appropriate illustrations. He says that when a burning light is 
‘ covered with a drinking pot (Saraiva) it illumines a small area. Again, 


7. Sdrasvata, Part I, p. 13. 
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when it is kept under a cooking pot, it spreads its light over a wider 
space. Such is the case of the captive soul which expands and con- 
tracts according to the dimension of the body®. Now, a short vowel 
also assumes the form of a long or prolated vowel when its mdtrda or 
mdatras are extended, and again, a long or prolated vowel is also occa- 
sionally reduced to a short vowel. Thus, we find an analogy between 
these vowels and the soul of the Jaina philosophy remaining in bonda- 
ge. Therefore, the definition akalocpradipah appears to us as highly 
significant. 

Jivagoswami, the author of the Harindmamrta always uses tech- 
nical terms related to the names of Lord Visnu. This grammarian 
chooses the terms Vamana, Trivikrama and Mahapurusa for Hrasva, 
Dirgha and Pluta respectively®. The terms immediately remind us of 
the Vali-Vamana legend of the Purdna'® where Lord Visnu assumes 
the form of a dwarf and begs him only three steps of earth for himself. 
When Vali grants his prayer, Visnu suddenly extends his feet and 
covers the three worlds with his feet''. The legend brings to our mind 
a description of almighty Visnu found in a passage of the Rgveda viz. 


idam visnur vicakrame 
tredha nidadhe padam 
samilham asya parisure". 


Now, in the case of the vowels, we notice that the short vowel 
can be extended to the long and Pluta vowels which depends prima- 
rily on the addition of more mdtrds to the basic vowel. This phenome- 
non bears the analogy of Visnu extending his feet to the space. Again, 
the long and prolated vowels can be reduced to short vowels also. 
Hence, Jivagoswami has appropriately coined the terms Vamana and 
Trivikrama. The word Mahapurusa appears for the first time in a pas- 
sage of the Svetasvatara Upanisad'? where it means the Supreme 


8. Vide Srutasdgara, under Tattvarthasiitra, 5.16. 

9. Harindmamrta, |.5-7. 

10. Bhdgavatapurana, 8.10-21. 

11. Lbid., 8.20.33-34. 

12. Reveda, 1.22.17 
, 13. veddhametam purusai mahdntam Gdityavarnam tamasah parastat, 
Svetdsavatara, 3.8. 
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Person who pervades the entire universe. He extends over a vaster 
space than Trivikrama, which reminds us of the Supreme Person of 
the Purusasiikta of the Reveda who has been described as: 


sa bhiimirh visvato vrtvatyatisthad 
dasdngulam (Rgveda 10-90). 


It may be discussed in the present context that Vopadeva also pre- 
sents three other words viz. Sva, Rgha and Plu for the three distinct 
types of vowels'*; but it bears no significance except that the gramma- 
rian reduces the original terms into small forms. 

The commentator Durgadasa Vidyavagisa observes that Sva, 
Rgha and Plu are partial introduction of the well-known technical 
terms Hrasva, Dirgha and Pluta; but it would have been better had the 
author introduced the original terms without any amendment!>. 
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